The origin and epicenter of the SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome) epidemic was China and the Western Pacific Region, where more than 95% of the cases occurred. This book is a chronicle of the outbreak of severe pneumonia, which spread rapidly across the globe to 12 countries as a result of international travel by air.

The chronology of the SARS outbreak (Chapter 1) is truly remarkable and will serve as an important historical document with lessons for another current outbreak, namely avian influenza. The achievements of the World Health Organization (WHO) and national health authorities in containing and controlling this epidemic, which killed some 800 people including hospital doctors and nurses, and infected thousands of people, cannot be overstated. SARS emerged in November 2002; the virus was identified as a coronavirus in February 2003 in Beijing (but not reported), and then in Singapore and Hong Kong and by CDC, Atlanta in March 2003. The outbreak was declared contained on 18 May 2004 with no further cases, providing an example of the unprecedented international cooperation under the leadership of the WHO.

Each of the subsequent chapters is equally fascinating, well written, richly illustrated in color, outlining the outbreaks at different sites and countries, the clinical features of SARS, diagnosis, scientific aspects and developments, with numerous useful references to original documents and publications.

The Director of the WHO Regional Office for the Western Pacific, Dr Shigeru Omi, is candid about the risk of viruses crossing the species barrier posed by animal husbandry practices in Asia and the marketing and taste for the meat of exotic animals.

This book is compulsive reading and it is strongly recommended as essential reading for all workers in public health, epidemiologists, microbiologists and virologists, physicians, nurses and ancillary health workers, farmers and those engaged in marketing, the international travel industry and, not least, civil servants and others in government involved in health policy, agriculture and animal husbandry.

The quotation from Abba Eban, Israel\'s Minister for Foreign Affairs 1966--1974 (on page 243) that "History teaches us that men and nations behave wisely once they have exhausted all other alternatives" is very appropriate.

Finally, the WHO is to be congratulated for publishing this timely, highly readable and valuable book.
